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THESIS SUMMARY
This paper charts the path of directing This Is Our Youth by Kenneth Lonergan, which
ran from March 24-27. It will explore using the history of the play's setting, New York City in
1982, to keep the production relevant for today's audiences. It also details casting, collaboration
with designers, and the rehearsal process. I also give a summary of feedback about keeping the
overall environment positive. This experience showed that by leaning into the specific time of
the play, the themes resonated strongly with the audiences. A positive environment was also
essential to the success of the production.
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INTRODUCTION
“I believe in the American theatre. I believe in its power to inform about the human
condition, its power to heal, its power to hold the mirror as ’twere up to nature, its power
to uncover the truths we wrestle from uncertain and sometimes unyielding realities.”
Playwright August Wilson1

Theatre has an awesome power to change hearts and minds. No experience in my life has
rivaled sitting in a theater with other people and seeing a play that strikes at the heart. There is a
mixture of catharsis and euphoria when you walk out of a theater. This only happens, however,
when all the elements of production are carefully constructed. It is the role of the director to
ensure this is the case. This Is Our Youth2 presented the usual challenges that directors face:
casting, collaborating with designers, and navigating the rehearsal process. The specific
challenge for this play is how to make the themes resonated when they are deeply rooted in the
play’s setting. In the case of this play, that setting is New York City If a director succeeds here,
they are on a path towards an inspiring production. This challenge, along with the others
presented to a director, are the reason I wanted this project to be the focus of my thesis. This
semester, the Department of Theatre and Dance gave me the opportunity to test myself against
these challenges.
I will begin my providing some historical context of the play’s time and place, along
with an overview of the story and characters, to show how that historical background informed

1
2

From his speech “The Ground on Which I Stand”
Play by Kenneth Lonergan
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my direction of the play. I will then move into a discussion of the other elements of the directing
process that I mentioned earlier. I will go on to explain my methods to create a positive
environment throughout the process and summarize survey results about my success in that
realm. From this information, I will argue that by embracing into the specific time of the play,
the themes shined through the brightest. I further argue that creating a positive environment for
the collaborators is essential for creating a successful production.

The Historical Background and Story
This is a story that is especially dependent on its setting for its themes. The history New
York City, and the United States more generally, in 1982 provided great insight into what drives
these characters.
There are many moments in the play where the characters refer to Ronald Reagan, the
recently elected President, in non-glowing terms.3 The cultural shift the “Reagan Era” represents
looms large over this story. Doug Rossinow, in his 2015 book The Reagan Era: A History of the
1980s, shows these cultural shifts through Reagan’s policies. His priorities, according to
Rossinow, were to cut taxes for the wealthy, beef up the military to fight communism, and cut
the federal government’s spending. The last point is something the character are dealing with in
their family lives. All wrapped of these goals were wrapped in messaging about restoring
American patriotism. Reagan was taking direct aim at 1960s “Great Society” liberalism, which
created programs like Medicare, Project Head Start, and the NEA. He also claimed that the
welfare state was the reason for domestic problems, like crime and poverty. These policies

3

See pages 50 and 80.
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highlight a cultural shift from the “we are all in this together” feeling in the 1960s to a “pull
yourself up by your bootstraps” mindset.
It is this point that revealed a lot to me. Throughout the play, the characters, especially
Warren, struggle to communicate with each other and form relationships. This history showed
me that this comes from a disillusionment with a changing world. These characters were raised
by people who were steeped in that liberal world, where volunteering and donating to civic
organizations is the norm. They then find themselves, overnight, in a world that values
materialism and self-sufficiency. Each character has internalized this disillusionment and it starts
to define them. Jessica, for example, is concerned about how she is perceived. This throws a
wrench into any potential relationship with Warren. She cannot recognize how much Warren
loves her because she has been jaded by her experience in the changing world, a world that does
not value connection. This background allowed me to build the relationship between Jessica and
Warren to make that fact have its maximum power. When she walks out of that apartment, we
feel the Warren’s pain in our guts.
The background on New York City in the 1980s was helpful because it gave me a
grounding in the characters’ day to day world. As Lucas Compan notes in his 2019 article “New
York City Back in the 1980s”, the city was vastly different from how it is today. It was a
dangerous place, with a record high 1,814 murders in 1981 and a police department, reeling from
budget constraints, without the resources to do anything to stop it. Crack cocaine and heroin
became more prevalent during this period, fueling a new wave of addiction and street crime, like
prostitution. Times Square was littered with sex stores and peep shows, and the Theatre District
was so dangerous Broadway was on the brink of collapse. This was a city dealing with serious
problems, yet leadership was not committed to changing policies. In response to criticism over
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the state of the city, Mayor Ed Koch replied, "Have you ever lived in the suburbs? It's sterile. It's
nothing. It's wasting your life, and people do not wish to waste their lives once they've seen New
York! ... This rural American thing — I’m telling you, it’s a joke,” (Compan).
This was the world these characters interacted with every day. When they stepped out of
Dennis’ apartment building on the Upper West Side, they had to keep their heads on a swivel.
Yet, they are also part of this culture of drug use and dealing. All the characters admit to using
hard drugs, which is not surprising given the fact they had easy access and the resources, as rich
kids, to fund it. Dennis fancies himself a serious drug dealer, a belief that sets off the play’s
action. This world, where you must project strength to survive danger streets, also contributed to
the lack of relationships and connection. When you need a façade to go out in a harsh world, it is
hard to drop that for other moments. Dennis treats his best friend poorly, as we learn in his great
monologue4, because he is frightened of the world around him. That is why he puts on the that
mask; that world required them to do so.

Other Elements of the Directing Process
Casting
“I always say that casting is 85 to 90 percent of it for me. So, all of you just starting out ...
insist on what you want, and ...don’t settle for close enough or second best.”
Director Martin Scorsese5

4
5

See pages 79-81.
Quote from his Masterclass Series.

9
Auditions was the first major task I undertook in this process. It was the first time my
work on this play was publicly facing, so I was focused on representing myself and the
department well. The theatre department held joint auditions for the Spring 2022 season on
November 20th, 2021, with callbacks being the next afternoon. This meant that the actors
auditioned for all three of the season’s directors at once, the other two of whom were
professional directors who Zoomed into the proceedings. Forty actors then proceed to perform 12 minute monologues for the three of us.
Going into the process, I knew what I needed in an actor for each role. For Warren, I
needed an actor that could inhabit both the character’s awkward energy and a deep
sensitivity/humanity. There is a delicate balance within this character, and I needed a skillful
actor who could pull that of successfully. When looking at prospective Warrens, I looked at
actors who had chosen monologues with an emotional arch that demonstrated they could
navigate through the range. Similarly, for Dennis, I needed an actor who could sustain his
sarcasm and anger for two hours but could also break down in that last marathon of a
monologue. I looked for actors who showed they could carry an edge in performance. Lastly, I
needed an actress who showed they could have a sitting grace under an uneasy exterior for the
role of Jessica. After four hours, I had a list of 7 men and 5 women that I think had what the play
demands.
For callbacks, I prepared two scenes for the actors. One was the opening scene of the play
between Warren and Dennis.6 The other one was the scene between Warren and Jessica in the
second act.7 I chose these two scenes because they highlight the characters’ main qualities and
would give me a good insight into how each actor would be in the role. Going through the first
6
7

See pages 25-29.
See pages 70-73.
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couple of pairings, it became very apparent that John Boulay was my man for Warren. He had
the nervous tenderness that Warren needs. It was then a matter of seeing who worked better
working off him. The next decision was Caroline McGee for Jessica. During her scene with
John, she built up her emotion in the scene how I pictured that moment would go in mind. The
last piece of the puzzle was Koby Hall, whose scene showed a fieriness that made Dennis come
to life. Now I had my cast, which would normally be the end of this road. However, this was the
joint audition, so the directors had to work out what production would get which actors. This
happened at the meeting.
This meeting took place a few hours after the last callback concluded. It consisted of the
three directors, the department chair, the director of undergraduate studies, the lab theatre
supervisor, and the department stage manager. The chair reminded us that the casts are
contingent on the students being in good academic standing. After that reminder, one of the
directors went through their list and there were no conflicts with my three. Then I stepped up and
got John and Koby with no issues from the remaining director. Then she went through her
casting wants. Her show required a large cast, so I sat patiently as she went through the names.
She got through most of the named characters and then she said she wanted Caroline. I was
crestfallen for a second, but luckily the lab theatre supervisor stopped her, which gave me the
opening to let her know that I wanted Caroline for Jessica. After a discussion about which role
would serve her growth as an actor best, the other director allowed me to have her and went with
another actor. She was ultimately swayed by the fact that Jessica is a larger role than what she
was considering Caroline for in her show. I got the cast I wanted. The fun had just begun.
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Collaboration with Designers
The responsibility of the director is to ensure that all the elements of the production tell
the same story. This includes working with the various designers to create the sensory world of
the story. This is especially important in an intimate space like the Lab Theatre, where the front
row is on the same surface as the actors. While each collaboration had its unique
challenges/issues, they all came together to tell the story well. I am proud of this student only
design team and thankful for our collaborations.
I will start with the scenic design. This was the element that had the longest
collaboration, with initial conversations happening in early January. The setting of the story is
Dennis’ apartment and two points over one weekend. Our scenic designer, Logan Brodfuehrer,
and I agreed that Dennis’ apartment would be a messy room with mismatched furnishings. He is
a character that does not care about cleanliness or interior design. All he needs is a place to crash
after a night of party. Also, given the space and resources we had to work with, we needed a
simple set that would still convey this messy feeling. We also had to pull props and furniture
mainly from the department’s storage, where we found gems like the low mattress and red
kitchen table. Logan also decided to add water stain to the beige walls, which we a subtle touch
that accentuates the rest of the messiness. The set really helped to tell this story and show more
of who Dennis is.
The lighting design was another element that originally seemed constricted by the space’s
limitations. The Lab Theatre only has around 40 older model lighting fixtures for the whole
space. While this is not normally an issue in a small space, some of the fixtures were broken
when the lighting assistants were hanging lights. This was coupled with an issue with the dimmer
box, which controls power to light. We had to incorporate these issues into any lighting design
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plan. In the lighting design, I wanted to continue the idea that Dennis’ apartment was dingy. So,
Brooks Beaty and I settled on amber gels that would both allow the actors to be seen and
enhanced the dinginess of the place. We also wanted to remind people this was a city apartment,
so some white lights were included to give the feel of streetlights leaking into the apartment. The
lighting succeeded at highlighting other elements and conveying the mood of the world.
One of the other elements the lighting helped highlight was the costume design. This was
an especially important aspect of the design for me. Clothing can tell you a lot about a person
quickly and, in a small space, the audience can notice the tiny details in a dress or shirt. Our
costume designer, Andrew Burns, and I started by breaking down who each character is and
what clothing they would wear. As we established, Dennis is a messy person, so he is not going
to take care in what he wears. Dennis also prides himself in having a cool, confident persona and
his costume must portray that as well. Warren, conversely, is not sure of himself. There are
references throughout that he copies Dennis’ style, so he included some homages to Dennis in
Warren’s outfit. Then there is Jessica, the only character with multiple outfits. She is a fashion
student, so we immediately knew she was going to be different from the boys. She cares not just
about how she looks, but also about how she is perceived. Both outfits, the night on the town
outfit for act one and the everyday outfit in act two, tried to capture these sensibilities. The
Andrew’s initial renderings, shown below, blew me away in how it captured who the characters
are. Seeing them on the actors, however, was a transcendent moment. When they put their
costumes on for the first time, I saw the characters on stage.
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Original Costume Renderings (Rendering by Andrew Burns)

Koby Hall and John Boulay as Dennis Ziegler and Warren Straub

14

Caroline McGee and John Boulay as Jessica Goldman and Warren Straub

(Photos courtesy of Jason Ayers)

Sound design presented what may have been the most fun challenge. Most of the sound
cues were dictated by the script, like phone rings and call box buzzes. Even some songs were
noted in the script, such as “Mystery Roach” for Warren and Jessica’s first dance and “Anyway
the Wind Blows.” Other moments gave us flexibility in what music should highlight these
moments. Our amazing sound designer Maddie Niles and I first thought about what kind of
music these characters would listen to and compiled a list of the late 1970s and early 1980s
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music that were popular amongst the burnouts these characters are. They also helped to show
the cultural shifts this show depicts about that time. So, when the audiences walked into the
theatre, they heard “People Are Strange” by The Doors and “The Times They Are A-Changing”
by Bob Dylan. This music steeps us in their world of drugs and partying. The sound design took
this production to another level.

The Rehearsal Process
The first day of rehearsal is like the first day of school when you are a child. It felt like
there was electricity flowing between each person. There was a radiant joy as the actors sat
down for the first read through of the play. Hearing them go through the whole play gave me
insight into how the actors were thinking about their characters and certain moments. As a
student director, I had the benefit of interacting with my cast regularly, whether that was in
class or a social setting, so I knew they had come in with thoughtful views on who their
characters were. I was blessed to have a cast that took their jobs so seriously, but I had to
ensure that they were all in the same world or the audience would not believe it.
After the table read, I scheduled some one on one time with each actor at the beginning of
the next rehearsal to understand their views on their character and the relationships in the play. I
asked them questions, like “Does Dennis actually like Warren?” and “Why do you think Jessica
went to the apartment that night?” to get them to look at these characters in every way possible.
Then the whole company came together to debrief each other on individual discoveries and
further define the relationships between the characters. I think putting this work in early set us
up for success throughout the rest of rehearsals. It was then time for the actors to get up on their
feet and go through it, which defined the rest of the process. There were two special
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moments/aspects that I want to highlight as moments that were vital for the production’s
success.
The first of these aspects was handling the moments of intimacy in the story. The play
calls for a brief kiss between Jessica and Warren, followed a brief time later by a more
passionate making out that implies the pair are about to have sex. I wanted to make sure that
everyone was comfortable during this part of the process and create an environment based in
consent. Luckily, I was able to bring in an amazing intimacy coach to help us create that
environment. She came in the first week of rehearsals and gave the entire company and gave an
overview on the world of intimacy direction. She gave the actors a way of checking in with
each other that allowed them to share their boundaries and what was off limits physically. This
check-in allowed the actors to be more connected with each other, enhancing the performance.
A few weeks later, after we already had staged things leading into those moments, she returned
to rehearsals to stage these moments. She stressed the more specific the individual actions were,
coupled with consent, the better it will look to the audience. This process took a significant
amount of time, but it was done right and told the story well. I am grateful for our intimacy
director and her contributions helped immensely throughout the production, even outside of the
intimate moments. In the face of major changes, she was willing to role with the punches and
help us succeed.
That major change was the university changing its masking policy a week before opening
night. This meant we had to look at moments that did not worry about when the actors had to
wear masks, like smoking joints/cigarettes and dealing with lip to lip contact. It was a moment
where I said I did not know what to do, which was the best thing I could have done. It freed the
cast and crew up to offer suggestions to these questions. It was this exchange of ideas that
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produced some of the best answers. One of the actors found high quality fake cigarettes to get
around fire code while still having the appearance of a real flame. Another actor found oregano
as a good marijuana substitute that rolled well and could be burnt to a good edge. The director
does not need to have all the answers. The director does need, however, to create an
environment where everyone is empowered to speak up when they have an idea or suggestion.
This part of the process was not something I envisioned, but creating a collaborative
environment helped us navigate those unexpected challenges.

Creating a Positive Environment Survey Summary
One goal I set for myself was to create an environment that was based on positivity,
where everyone was respected and treated with dignity. There are, unfortunately, directors that
do not value this aim and create toxic environments that hamper people’s ability to reach their
potentials as artists. I wanted people to know that I valued their contributions and appreciated
their commitment to this production. I was curious to see if the actors and design team thought I
achieved this goal. So, I sent them a survey to get their feedback on my performance in this area.
Five of the seven people I sent the survey completed it and it revealed two major things. First, all
five of them said they were completely satisfied with my ability to create a positive during the
process.8 There was also a general indication by them that this positive environment contributed
to the production’s success.9 This confirmed that creating an environment steeped in respect is
not just the right thing to do, but also makes the final product better.

8
9

See page 88, question 1.
See page 88, question 2.
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Conclusion
Directing a play was an extremely pleasurable experience. This Is Our Youth was an
amazing play to be my first. Youth is a play that provides great opportunities for actors,
designers, and directors. This production showed me that plays like this one, deeply rooted in
their setting, demand directors have a deep historical background of its time. The conservative
Reagan Revolution, coupled with a New York City dominated by vice and crime, helped
illuminated why these characters could not connect with each other. Disillusionment forced them
to create façades that they cannot drop, even for people they love. The historical background was
key to make timeless themes, like why do we put on façades, apparent to me and the audience.
The directing process, from casting and collaborating with designers to getting into
rehearsals, showed me that the biggest key is to come to the process with a viewpoint on the
play’s world, but still be open to the ideas of your collaborators. An atmosphere of respect is
essential for each person to do reach their maximum potential, which is what happened in our
production. It is okay to not have all the answers, because that atmosphere allows the best ideas
to come from wherever they might. Directing is just as much about leading with joy as it is
knowing what to look for in auditions. This process showed how instrumental it is.
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